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We know that nursing home residents with advanced dementia often suffer from pain and dyspnea and commonly undergo burdensome interventions in the last three months of life, 2, 3 and that there is a correlation between these transitions and other markers of suboptimal end-of-life care. 3 On the other hand, nursing home residents receiving hospice care are more likely to receive guideline-based pain treatment and have advance directives, and are less likely to have feeding tubes and physical restraints. 4 Spurred by rule changes proposed by the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) that would reduce payments for hospice patients residing in nursing homes, Unroe and colleagues have completed a study that informs the debate over how to best deliver end-of-life care in a manner that is both patient-centered and cost-effective. 5 The authors analyzed Medicare, Medicaid and Minimum Data Set data for almost 4,000 hospice patients from one health system. Half of the patients were in non-nursing home hospice, while one-third used hospice in nursing homes. Nursing home hospice patients were older and more likely to have dementia. Overall, 30 % of hospice patients stayed less than one week, and a "near transitions" group receiving hospice care within 30 days of a nursing home stay was more likely to have a short hospice stay. Hospice patients moving in and out of nursing homes and the "near transitions" group had higher Medicare costs. The identification of this "near transitions" group is notable-this is a group that is incurring higher costs, may be receiving services that are not improving quality of life, and would benefit from comprehensive palliative care beginning earlier in their illness. An increase in funding for palliative care services would also benefit the large number of patients with late hospice referrals. Reducing reimbursement for nursing home hospice patients may result in later enrollment in hospice, potentially increasing costs. These proposed rule changes may have unexpected consequences and merit further study.
